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PREFACE
In our democracy where each citizen is free not only
to make personal decisions, but also to exercise a voice
in determination of public policy, we must have a citizenery
capable of making intelligent decisions.

American educa-

tors are thus challenged to develop the capabilities of
each individual to the utmost.

Ever since Sputnik, tre-

mendous pressure has been exerted on educators to challenge
the average and academically gifted students almost at the
expense of the slow learner.
Since one child in five can be categorized accurately
as a slow learner, it is very evident that we, as classroom teachers, must recognize this fact and strive more
to understand and to educate the slow learner.

It is with

this thought in mind that I intend to examine the teaching
of reading by ability,-grouping and by the individualized
method and relate the relative effectiveness of each for
the slow learner under typical classroom conditions.
P .. S.
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I
INTRODUCTION
Statement of the Problem
The child in school is faced with the reading task
a major part of the day.

Also the teacher is faced with

the problem of seeking better materials, more effective
methods and techniques for guiding the child.
That reading is taught differently from school
district to school district and from school to school is
an accepted fact.

At the present time there is some

controversy about which technique is
or ability-group reading.

better--individuali~ed

Considerable experimentation

has been reported in the professional literature.
It is the purpose of this study to compare these
two methods of teaching reading and relate their effectiveness to the slow learner.
In comparing individualized and ability group

reading, it is necessary to determine-what the goals of a
good reading program are.

Sterling and Simondet have

established the following goals for reading in the middle
grades.
1.

Develop in each the desire to read.

2.

Teach the child to use books and other study
aids effectively.
1

2

3.

Develop helpful word-attack skills.

4.

Aid in developing new thought patterns.

5.

Encourage to think critically.

6.

Cultivate an appreciation of good literature.

7. Engage in wide reading. 1
The problem then, is to relate these goals as they
apply to the slow learner in the middle grades to determine
which of the two methods is more effective in achieving
these goals.
Definition of Terms
S:low-learner:

The slow-learner as defined in Good's

Dictionary of Education is one who, though capable of
achieving a moderate degree of academic success will do so
at a slower rate with less than average efficiency. 2
The slow learning child referred to in this paper
is not the child of exceptionally low ability, but rather
those whose I. Q. scores range from 70 to 90 on the StanfordBinet or Wechsler intelligence tests.

Such children are

usually not placed in a special group of very slow-learning
children and, therefore, have problems of trying to keep
up with their brighter classmates--if the teacher does not
wisely differentiate instruction.
1Edna L. Sterling and Alice Simondet, ttQrganizing
Reading in the Middle Grades," Reading Teacher, X (December,
1956), 86-92.
211oyd N. Dunn, "S:low Learner, An Overview "
National Education Association Journal, XLVIII (October,
1959), 19.
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Frequently the slow learner is emotionally immature.
He is relatively "touchy" and supersensitive to ridicule
and embarrassment, to nagging, and to the impatient or
despairing tones in the teacher's voice.

He deeply resents

being made to feel inferior either by an assignment too
difficult for him to accomplish successfully or one too
"childishly" simple.3
The slow learner is not different from others in
physical development.

However, he may have a slight

tendency toward instability.

This tendency often is in-

evitable, because he experiences disappointments and
frustrations since he is incapable of comprehending
materials as readily as the other children.4
For short periods of time, the slow learner is
easily motivated and can prove himself to be docile and
even enthusiastic when presented with interesting problems
he is able to solve.

He blossoms under encouragement and

praise honestly won.

He is hungry for success.5

He needs

help in becoming self-confident, self-reliant, and an
independent worker at tasks commensurate with his learning
ability.6
Frequently the slow learner has excessively high
31awrence P. Sheham, "Reaching the Slow Learner ''
English Journal, LI (January, 1962), 44.

'

4Paul A. Witty, "Needs of Slow Learning Pupils,"
Education, LXXXI (February, 1961), 331.
5sheham,
6witty,

QJ2•
QJ2•

cit., 44.
cit.
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ambitions.

The inappropriateness of these aspirations,

which are often stimulated by parents, indicate the need
for child and parent guidance toward a realistic appraisal
of abilities and potentialities, in order to avoid later
frustrations and dissentions.7
Educationally, the slow learner with proper
handling, can learn to read efficiently materials of
reasonable difficulty.a

However, his progress will be

slower than other children of the same chronological and
grade range.

Socially, he seldom exerts leadership among

his peers, although he may assume the initiative in recreational activities with children somewhat younger than
himself.

In reading and other language arts activities,

he may lag behind his peers from one to two years.9
Throughout the years educators have been concerned
with the slow learner and frequently have expended an undue
proportion of time and energy on his behalf.

However, if

anyone doubts the concern for, and the need of, sincere
efforts to educate these slow learners, let him consider
the fact that in every one hundred pupils selected at
random from the elementary schools of the nation, there
?William Abraham, "Variety of Ideas Pertinent to
the Slow Learner," Education, LXXXI (February, 1961), 352.

~ildred A. Dawson and Henry A. Bamman, Fundamentals
of Basic Reading Instruction (New York: Longmans, Green
and Company, Inc., 1959), 244.
9Lynette Saine, "The Slow Learner," Instructor,
LXXIV (March, 1965), 81.
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are at least twenty who must be regarded as slow learners. 10
For our country as a whole this means more than eight
million slow learners.

The consequences for the general

welfare of our country of permitting that number of future
adult citizens to grow up uneducated, but still being permitted to help shape the policies which determine our
American way of life, should be pondered. ,
Ability grouping:

Ability grouping, as set forth in this

paper, is an organizational procedure used to assemble
students in the classroom into smaller groups, based on
reading achievement and the need for learning common
reading skills, to provide for more effective teaching.
Helen Robinson describes the function of ability
grouping as first, an administrative plan for the purpose
of assembling a given number of pupils under the direction
of a teacher; and second, as a device in classroom management which permits the teacher to bring together learners
with common characteristics for a particular instructional
purpose.

Its purpose is to reduce the wide range in

achievement in any given area of learning so that those
within the group have some common problems, some special
needs for instruction or practice; and to allow the teacher to
become closer to individuals for instructional purposes. 11
10w. B. Featherstone, Teaching the Slow Learner
(New York: Columbia University, 1951), vii.
11Helen M. Robinson, Reading Instruction in Various
Patterns of Grouping (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, Supplementary Educational Monograph, Number 89,
December, 1959).
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Individualized reading:

Individualized reading simply

defined is a method of teaching reading which enables each
student to have a program adapted to his own personal needs,
with materials fitted to his reading ability, and with the
entire reading time being devoted to his individual reading problems and interests.

Each child selects a book of

interest to him, reads it at his own pace, and then reports
on his reading in his own individual way.
Individualized reading according to Lazar is:
• • • a way of thinking about reading--an attitude
toward the place of reading in the total curriculum,
toward the materials and methods used, and toward
the child's developmental needs. It is not a
single method or technique, but a broader way of
thinking about reading which involves newer concepts concerned with class organization, materials, and the approach to the individual child.
• • • The term Individualized Reading is not
synonymous with Individualized Instruction • • • •
Individualized Reading must also not be confused with Extensive Reading or Recreational
Reading, although they have some features in
common. Individualized Reading is the basic
program because it not only includes the development of skills but provides directly for the
enjoyment of reading as we11.12
Harris describes individualized reading as being
"characterized by the elimination of systematic instruction
using basal readers, using individual reading in a variety
of reading materials as the core of method rather than as
a supplement. 01 3
Leland Jacobs expresses what individualized reading
is and is not as he points out, first of all, that
12May Lazar, "Individualized Reading: A Dynamic
Approach, 11 The Reading Teacher, XI (December, 1957)' 76.
l3Harris,

.Q.12•

cit., p. 114.
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"individualized reading" is not a single method, but a
general approach allowing many variations.

It does not

guarantee the alleviations of all problems and pressures
for either the child or the teacher, nor does it guarantee
good results, wherein all children achieve equally well.
It does not eliminate group reading nor does it support
a laissez-faire attitude toward instruction.
It can never be effective in improving
children's abilities to read if it becomes a
patent procedure, a sentimental devotion, a
rite or ceremony, a standardization. Individualized reading" actually ceases the moment
procedures replace perceptiveness; routine
supersedes reflection; things take over thinking;
custom curbs creativity.l~
The individualized reading approach is based upon
the idea that children can and do read better, more widely
and with vastly increased interest, when they are allowed
to choose their own reading material. 1 5 Each child is
encouraged to explore a wide range of available reading
material, choose what he wants to read, and proceed at
his own pace.

Great stress is placed on "seeking, self-

selecting, and pacing", and the importance of these
factors in developing a spontaneous love for reading and
in allowing reading to fit harmoniously into the unique
14Leland Jacobs, 11 Individualized Reading Is Not
a Thingl" in Individualizing Reading Practices, p. 5,
Alice Miel, editor. Practical Suggestions for Teaching,
No. 14- (New York: Bureau of Publications, Teachers
College, Columbia University, 1958).

15E. W. Dolch, ttindividualized Reading vs. Group
Reading II," Elementary English, XXXIX (January, 1964),
15.
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pattern of growth of each child.16
Veatch makes this statement:
Indeed, seeking, self-selection, and
pacing 1ll'..§. the motivations which spur children
on in an individualized reading program. Their
existence as natural traits guarantees a source
of energy and power ,which activates children to
work and work hard, with joy and with satisfaction. They are not merely useful for learning, they are absolutely necessary.17
16
Harris, QQ.• cit., 115.
17Jeannette Veatch~ Individualizing Your Reading
Program (New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 195~8.

II
ABILITY GROUPING
Historical Background
Group instruction has been used ever since, or
before, the days of the early Greeks. 18

The first

attempts at teaching reading in the early colonies,
followed predominately the individual pattern of instruction, but it was not used exclusively.

With the

passing of time conditions changed, demands for mass
education arose, and as a result group instruction was
introduced in 1806. 1 9

Between 1825 and 1840, education

sank to a very low ebb, due primarily to the fact that the
prevailing patterns of both group and individual instruction had meager content, were poorly organized,
lacked sequence and were inefficient. 20
Horace Mann recommended for a remedy the adoption
21
of graded schools.
Around 1870, both the graded and
ungraded schools were receiving wide attention.

In 1872,

1 8william S. Gray, "The Evolution of Patterns of
Instructional Organization," in Reading Instruction in
Various Patterns of Grouping, Robinson, op. cit., 14.
19Ibid., P• 16.

20ibid.
21Ibid.

9

10

W. T. Harris, Superintendent of St. Louis, vigorously
criticised the ungraded school, and had the following to
say about the graded system:
The tendency of all classification is
to unite pupils of widely-different attainments.
• • • The consequence is that the lesson is too
short for some and too long for others. The
best pupils in the class are not tried to the
full extend of their ability. • •• The
poorest pupils of the class are strained to the
utmost. They are dragged, as it were, over the
ground ~~thout having time to digest it as they
should.
Harris proposed that courses of study be divided
into units of five weeks each and any pupil who failed to
master a given unit as rapidly as the others could repeat
l't •

23

This proposal assumed that all children should

master the same subject matter but permitted variations
in the time allowed.
During the next four decades numerous efforts were
made to provide more adequately for individual differences.
One such plan involved self-conducted homogeneous groups.
Under this plan the class was divided into three sections,
based upon the ability to learn.

Each section was under

the direction of a capable monitor with a teacher to supervise the activities of the class as a whole.-?4
By 1910, much experience with various types of
instructional grouping had accumulated.

A statement con-

cerning the findings of these experiences appeared in
22 Ibid.

23rbid.
24.Ifil..Q..

11
Monroe's, A Cyclopedia of Education.

It read "· •• an

adequate scheme of grouping is essential if schools are to
provide for increasing numbers of children and for maximum
thought stimulation. 112 5
Experimentation with various grouping practices
reached its peak in the 1920's and 1930's. 26

During the

last twenty years, efforts to develop improved patterns
of instructional organization have continued at an accelerated rate.

Many of the patterns developed earlier have

been refined.

For example, in efforts to develop rela-

tively homogeneous groups for the mastery of common
learnings, wide experimentation has been carried on with
subgrade, subclass, and intergrade grouping. 27
Thus, it seems that each new generation using the
experience and research of the past generations seeks to
improve the existing instructional patterns, or develop
new ones, better adapted to the various conditioning
factors faced--type of school, curriculum, pupils, and
teachers. 28
Ability grouping as designed for use in selfcontained classrooms today is a result of previously conducted experiments and is based on the theory that the
2 5rbid.

26A Harry Passow, t 1The Maze of the Research on
Ability Grouping," Educational Forum, XXVI (March, 1962)>
282.
27Gray, .QQ• cit., 19.
28 Ibid.
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teacher can more nearly help the individual pupil to
develop his utmost potential in reading ability if he is
placed in flexible groups determined by reading achievement.
Ability Grouping in Practice
The simplest form of ability grouping, and the most
effective kind for a beginning teacher, divides the class
into two groups:

those who can do the normal reading for

the grade, and those who cannot.

The groups will vary in

size according to the ability of the class, however, in an
average class it is usually desirable to place about twothirds of the class in the upper group and about one-third
in the lower group.29
Organizing the class into three ability groups
is the most common practice used by teachers today, and
is the procedure described in most of the studies referred
to in this paper.
divided into

0

Under this procedure the class is

poor", "average", and "good" readers.

Grouping by ability implies that the "Basal Reader
Approachn to reading is being used.

Preferably all three

groups will use a different series geared to the level of
reading achievement within the group.

The basal reader

approach is centered around a series of textbooks which
provide the basic materials through which growth is promoted, systematically and sequentially, in essential
reading skills.
2 9r!arris, QR• cit., p. 124.
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The effective use of this program is deterrrdned
entirely by the teacher and her philosophy of the reading
process.

The teacher who uses the basal reader to the

exclusion of the wealth of other materials that is provided for both individual and group instruction is showing
a lack of understanding of what constitutes a well-rounded
reading program.

Basal readers, even with their well-

selected content, do not provide material in sufficient
amount, variety, or scope to meet all the reading needs
that a child might have.30

In addition to the basal

readers, the basal reader program includes enrichment
readers, enrichment materials designed for special groups,
and supplementary materials.
The most essential and useful part of the basal
reading program is the teacher 1 s manual.

It can be con-

sidered a textbook on how to teach reading.3 1

The manuals

present first, a general plan for teaching the story, and
then give detailed lesson plans story by story, sometimes
page by page, or even, at preprimer level, line by line.32
Although no two series agree perfectly on the details of
teaching methods, Harris states:
• • • the similarities far outweigh the
differences and there is a large amount of
agreement concerning the basic structure of a
good reading lesson. In general five main
30A. Sterl Artley, "Basal Material in Reading--Use
and Misuse, tt Education, LIV (May, 1961), 533.
31Harris, QI!• cit.,73.

3 2 Ibid.
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steps are discernible. They are: (1) preparation, (2) guided reading, (3) rereading for
specific purposes, (4) related 3activities,
·
and (5) enrichment activities. j
All series now provide workbooks correlated with
the basal readers.34

Most of them are organized so that

doing one or more pages of the workbook is an optional
supplementary activity following the reading of corresponding pages in the reader.

Harris says, "Workbooks

vary greatly in the suitability of their practice material
and adaptability for independent use by the child.

Some

provide a basis for rich and varied learning experiences
while others call for relatively useless busy work."35
The plan of organizing the class into groups
varies in every situation, thus, there is no one plan of
grouping that is always appropriate.3 6

Some basic

practices for setting up effective group instruction are:
first, find out as much as possible about each child.
Only after each child's accumulative record has been
examined; his achievement in vocabulary, comprehension,
and reading skills assessed; and his work habits studied;
can he be placed in the right reading group.37

When in

doubt about the placement of a child, Harris suggests,
33Ibid.,74.
3l+Ibid.
35Ibid.
3 6 Ibid., 122.
37nawson, QR• cit., 238.

15
"tt is usually better to ola ce him in the lower of the t;,..o
groups being considered.

This more nearly insures success-

ful participation, and allows him to be moved up later if
he seems ready. nJ 8
Another factor in considering the establishment of
groups is knowing what materials are available to

~r:ork

with.

Harris suggests the following as suitable materials for a
rich, well-rounded reading program:
1.

Several sets of basal readers, in number
appropriate for the groups using the~.

2.

Workbooks to accompany the readers which
provide for meaningful seatwork.

J.

Reading games and puzzles, to be used when
an assignment is finished early.

4.

Classroom library.

5.

Reference works which include dictionaries,
encyclopedias, and atlases.

6.

Special teacher-devised materials, to fill
gaps when the commercial materials are not
available.

7.

Children's magazines and picture magazines.

8.

Workbooks not correlated with snecific
readers to provide additional oractice
material.30

Preparing the class with good techniques of
independent work in advance of introducing the oractice
of grouping is another important practice to fcllow.40
Classroom managing involves the children as well as
J8Harris, ..Q.E· cit., 124.

J 9r ti ct • , i 2 9 •
40Helen Hay Heyl, "Grouping Within the Classroom,"
National Elementary Principal, XXXV (September, 1955), ~5.
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the teacher.

Prior to establishing

group~

children standards of good group behavior.

develop with the
Each group as

well as each individual must exercise self-discipline so the
teacher can devote her time to instruction.

A spirit of

cooperation must exist within and between the groups.
Involving the children in the planning aids grouping.
If and when pupils are given opportunity to help plan, they
will know what they are expected to achieve and since they
helped with the planning they will feel more responsible
for carrying out the plans which they helped to initiate.41
Providing for flexibility within the group is
another good practice to follow in ability grouping.

At

any time the teacher must be ready to move a child into another group as soon as he will fit better into the work of
that group.
rection.

Movement is not necessarily in the upward di-

Children differ in their rate of progress; some

outgrow. a slow group, and others are unable to keep up with
a fast group.

Sometimes a child who has been floundering

as the poorest reader in a group takes on a new lease of
life when he finds that he is one of the best readers in his
new group.42

Flexibility has another connotation, namely,

that pupils will join different groups for varied learning
41Josephine B. Wolfe, "Planning for Teaching
Different Groups," in Reading Instruction in Various
Patterns of Grouping, Robinson, .2.E· cit., 89.
42Harris,

.QE•

cit., 128.
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activities.43

For example, a group might be formed for

those pupils who need help in syllabication; its members
might be drawn from all three groups.
Planning the daily activities for each group is
perhaps the most difficult part of the reading program.
While the teacher is working directly with one group, the
other groups must have definite assignments which they can
carry on without help from the teacher.

Before st2rting

the group activities for the day it is helpful to take a
few minutes time to go over specific assignments for all
groups.

A group should always have suoplementary activ-

ities to which they can turn if they finish an assignment
before the end of a reading period.·
It would be impossible to devise a daily lesson
plan that would fit all classes; however, the following
principles are offered as guidelines to follow:
1.

Each plan combines reading by groups
with some whole-class and some
individualized reading.

2.

The teacher is with the group fer those
activities for which she is most needed.

3•

Expectancy concerning what a group may
be able to do without the teacher (but
with a chairman or helper) is realistic.
Length of periods have some relationship
to the maturity and attention span of
the children.

5.

All groups get a reasonable share of the
teacher's attention.44

43nawson, .QE· cit., 71.
44Harris, Q.2· cit., 135.
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Supporting Data for Ability Grouping
During the past two decades, experimentation and
research have emphasized grouping within the class as a way
of improving instruction and of providing for individual
differences in reading.

This practice can be defended

because we know that each child passes through the same
successive stages of development but at different rates.
The bright, quick-developing child is ready for reading
experiences sooner and progresses through the successive
stages in reading more rapidly than his duller, slowdeveloping classmate.45
In crowded classrooms with large enrollments, it
is economical of the teacher's time and effort for her to
assemble her pupils into groups that are at approximately
the same stage in reading achievement and in need of
similar instruction.46
Ability grouping permits the slow-developing child
to advance in reading at his own rate, with his classmates
who likewise are slow in developing.

Thus, the frustrations

placed upon the slow learner in trying to keep up with
children who learn more quickly than he does are reduced.47
Successful experiences for the slow learner encountered
45nawson, .Ql2• cit., l~.
46Ibid.
47 Ibid.
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through group activities brings about genuine satisfaction
which leads to steady growth in progress.

Through group

participation in the discussion of stories the slow learner
finds he can be an active participator in his group.

This

feeling of belongingness acts as a motivating force for
the slow learner.4$
Grouping the class by abilities narrows the range
of abilities and allows the basal reader to provide more
adequately for the needs of each individual in the group.49
Flexible grouping allows the slow learning child
to mingle with several different

group~

thus eliminating

the possibility of being classified as a member of the
"dumb" group.
The slow learning child's inability to work
independently for long periods of time without guidance
is another reason why it is desirable to place the slow
learners together in a group.

In a group situation their

activities can be varied more frequently.50
Training for effective independent reading for the
vast majority of students requires a program of balanced
systematic, sequential and comprehensive skills development.
4BVfilliam S. Gray, "Role of Group and Indi vidualized Teaching in a Sound Reading Program," The Reading
Teacher, XI (December, 1957), 99.
~
49wallace S. f•lurray, "Materials for Varying
Patterns of Grouping," in Reading Instruction in Various
Patterns of Grouping, Robinson, .QE• cit., Ill.
50Harry W. Sartain, "Research on Individualized
Reading," Education, LXXXI (May, 1961), 519.
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The best way to provide such a program is unquestionably
through the use of a basal reading series.51
Sheldon suggests that these various skills which
are involved in teaching children to read is best presented
through basal reading programs.

He further states, "The

manuals demonstrate through well organized lesson plans how
teachers can effectively present these skills in a continuous and sequential manner so that understanding can take
place.52
Rothrock concluded from a study conducted that
grouping is more effective in developing word study skills
than is individualized reading, especially for the slow
learner.53
The importance of a clearly defined systematic
procedure for teaching the various skills was demonstrated
by a study described by Ernans.

Twenty teachers enrolled in

a graduate class of remedial reading were asked to judge and
rank the areas of deficient reading skills of the children
they were working with.
ren.

Each teacher worked with two child-

The mean age of the teachers was 44.6.

The average

number of years they had been teaching was 13.9 years.
511~.turray, ..Q.E.

cit. , 110.

52William D. Sheldon, "Methods for Teaching Reading
Adapted to Various Plans of Grouping," in Reading Instruction
in Various Patterns of Grouping, Robinson, .QE.• .£.!.!:.., 138.
53oayton G. Rothrock, "Heterogeneous, Homogenous
of Individualized Approach?" Elementary English,XXXVIII
(April, 1961), 234.
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All but two teachers had B. S. degrees and two had M.
degrees.

s.

Fifteen of the group had at least one special

course in teaching reading prior to this summer in which
the study took place.

Since the study was held late in

the course all of the teachers had considerable education
in diagnosing reading problems.
Following the teachers' diagnoses and rankings of
the areas of deficient
given to the children.

skill~

a diagnostic skills test was

The deficiencies discovered by the

test were also ranked according to the areas where the most
difficulty was discovered.

These two findings of skills

deficiencies were compared.

Only five pairs of results

had a correlation close enough to indicate an association
in the rankings even though the teachers had worked with
each pupil for nearly 25 hours and had been educated to
diagnosis reading difficulties.54
These findings clearly indicate that teachers are
unable to distinguish skills on which children need help
unless they are first determined by a well accepted reading
test.55
The ease of reading material provided by a
controlled vocabulary in the basal reader is important
54Robert Emans, "Teachers Evaluation of Reading
Skills and Individualized Reading," Elementary English,
XLII (March, 1965), 258-260.
55Ibid.
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to the slow learner.

It allows him to read with understanding

and prevents his resorting to word-calling whenever he reads.56
Gates and Russell found that those of lowest reading readiness were less successful when confronted with a
heavy vocabulary load and a wide variety of reading

ma-

terial. 57
Karr reported from his study done with third
graders, that the ability group made slightly greater gains
in vocabulary and comprehension than did the group using
the individualized approach.58

In the reporting of his

study, however, no evidence was given on his attempt to
equate the two groups of students.
Sartain concluded from his study done in Roseville,
lVIi.nnesota, with ten classes of second grade children that
the slower pupils made considerably greater gain in vocabulary when taught by the basal program.

The more able

readers did not achieve significantly better in one program
than the other.59
dents.

Sartain matched the same group of stu-

For a period of three months, five of the classes

were taught by individualized instruction while the other
five classes were taught by ability group instruction.

At

561vrarion A. Anderson, "The Values and Uses of
Vocabulary Control," in Reading for Effective Living, J.
Allen Figurel, editor. Vol. III:(New York: Scholastic
Magazines, 1958), un.
57Ibid.
58Robert Karlin, "Some Reaction to Individualized
Reading," 'The Reading Teacher, XI (December, 1957), 97.
59Harry W. Sartain, "Individual or Basal in Second
and Third Grades?" Instructor, LXXIV (March, 1965), 69.
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the end of the three month period the classes of children
were tested.

In the following three month period the

reading instruction was taught by the alternate approach
to reading.

At the end of this three month period the

children were again tested.
The teachers involved in Sartain's study concluded,
"The strongest' aspect of
individual conference.

individue:tli~ed

reading was the

It convinced each child that the

teacher was personally interested in him, and it motivated
him to read widely and try to improve his skills,n60
Individualized reading was especially criticized
for its inefficiency; it was thought to be unnecessarily
time-consuming to plan and teach a separate program for
each child.61
Thus, supporting data for ability grouping and
its effectiveness for the slow learner is available.

Evi-

dence that the goals of a good reading program can be
attained by this approach have been cited, however, the
degree the goals are fulfilled cannot be measured exactly.
6orbid.
61Ibid.

III

INDIVIDUALIZED READING
Historical Background
Individualized reading first broke into print in
the 1930's62 after the revision of the Stanford-Binet focused
attention on the great range of individual abilities and
interests.63

Individual instruction is not a new concept,

however, because at the beginning of reading instruction,
it was taught individually.64

The early education in

America followed predominately the individual pattern.
After mass education
attention.

bega~

the individual received less

The advent of the McGuffey Readers was the first

attempt to group children according to class and to relate
reading material to the interests of the child.65

By 1950

interest in Individualized Reading as it is known today had
grown tremendously.66

Harris reported that the editor of

62 Harris, .212.• cit., 113.
63nan T. Dawson, "Some Issues in Grouping for Reading,"
National Elementary Principal, XX.XV {September, 1955), 34$.
64Gray, in Rob1nson, .212.• cit., 14.
65
.
Vera Slover, "Reading--Then and Now," Educational
Forum, XXI (Ivlay, 1957), 415.
66 Harris,

..Q.E•

~., 114.
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The Reading Teacher stated that more than nearly half of
the unsolicited articles he received in 1960 were about
individualized reading.67

Harris continues, nrt has be-

come the subject of more heated discussions among reading
experts than any other issues relating to reading.n68
The individualized reading approach used today is
based on Olson's philosophy of "seeking, self-selection,
and pacing", which centers reading instruction around
the development of the whole child rather than just
learning to read words.69
Individualized Reading in Practice
Individualized reading according to Dolch implies
at least five different things.

First, the children are

at their seats or at reading tables.
group before the teacher.

They are not in a

Second, each child has a dif-

ferent book which he selected.

Third, each child receives

individual help from the teacher or a teacher's helper
when he needs it.

Fourth, the individual method provides

for a sharing period, during which time each child shares
something he has learned with other children.

This may in-

volve the whole room or just part of it. Fifth, skills
67rbid.
681bid.
69veatch, .Q.E• cit., 8.
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are taught when needed either to the whole class or a small
group w11ich needs to learn that skill. 70
On the surface individualized reading appears
relatively easy; however, it is something that cannot be
taken lightly.

Much preparation needs to be done before

an individualized program is launched.

First, the teacher

must familiarize herself with the progra'TI.

She must

read background materials, study the children's work habits,
attempt to learn the interests of the children, assess
their abilities and achievements, and become competent in
teaching areas of reading skills which the children will
need to learn.
ind~vidualized

Second, she must present the program of
reading to the

studen~s.

The teachPr must

make certain that they understand that thcdr progress
depends on their effort and willingness to accept th?ir
share of the responsibility.

Third, she must obtain an

ample supply of books from the library so that every
child's interests and ability can be adequately provided
for.71

Parkins suggests, "Allow five books per child as

a rough estimate for the number of books needed to start
an individualized reading program. 11 72
70E. W. Dolch, "Individual Reading vs. Group
Reading I, 11 Elementary English, XXXVIII (December, 1961),
566.

71Kaye Rollins, ''How Do I Begin an Individualized
Reading Program?" Education, LXXXI (September, 1961) ,36.

72veatch, Q:Q. cit., 168.
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Jacobs suggests that certain insights are essential
for a successful program of individualized reading.

The

teacher who is individualizing skills in reading must:
1.

Recognize that learning to read is a
continuous, cumulative process.

2.

Be well-informed about skills.

3.

Provide ample time for individual reading
and various kinds of group reading.

4.

Provide time for the children to share
their reading accorrplishments.

5.

Provide a varied, ·extensive collection of
reading matter from which a child can
make his reading choice.

6.

Provide for a variety of practice materials
to strengthen skills.

7.

Encourage the child to select from a wide
variety of reading materials.

8.

Develop an adequate system of
keeping.

9.

Utilize appropriate data for the evaluation of strengths and weaknesses in
skills and abilities.

10.

r~cord

J'.'Iake appropriate arrangements for
independent work for the class when
conducting pupi'l conferences.73

The organization for individualized reading varies
from writer to writer, but all would agree that the following
elements are necessary for conducting an individualized
reading program.
1.

A large classroom library made up of basal
and supplementary readers, books from
home and/or books borrowed from public
or school libraries.

73Jacobs, in Miei, op. cit., 6-16.
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that there is an accllinulation of evidence from teachers
who have used individualized reading that, "Children love
to read when they can choose their own books.n78

The

attitude shown toward reading is very favorable when the
individualized

~pprrach

is used.

Dolch insists that if

the child likes to read, he will struggle until he knows
how to read and to read wel1.79
Our past procedures in teaching reading have
failed to instill the love of reading in our childn:m.
recent study showed 1/5 of our adult population has

A

never

read a book they were not coopelled to.RO
Schwartzberg conducted a study to determine the
extent reading had become habitual and voluntary when it
is taught by the individualized approach.

He surveyed a

group of 22 sixth year pupils who were using the individualized approach.

Their I. Q.'s ranged from 72 to 105;

the mean was $$.$.

He found that all but two of this

group had obtained and used library cards at the public
library.

Of those obtaining cards, all but three had

been using them.

Two of the three not using the library

cards had lost them but were taking steps to get new ones.Sl
Duker used five classes taught by individualized
78Veatch, op. cit., 33.
79nolch, .2.E· cit., 566.
SOrb·,
ia.

81 Herbert Schwartzberg, "What Children Think of
Individualized Reading," The Reading Teacher, XVI {September,
1962), 8£L
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approach as the experimental group and five classes using
the basal reader approach as the control group; however,
no attempt was made to equate the groups.

He found the

individual approach created a desire to read which resulted
in increased vocabulary and comprehension.

The measurable

results, after three months, showed the experimental
classes an average gain of six months while the control
classes average gain was two months.

A sub-section on

word meaning showed the respective means eight months to
four months in favor of the experimental group.

Another

sub-section on paragraph comprehension showed the average
gain of three months for the experimental group while the
control classes showed an average loss of one month.82
Acinapuro

using classes of fourth, fifth, and

sixth grade students, matched the individualized and
ability groups used in his study by grade, age, intelligence,
number, sex, socio-economic level and instructional reading pattern.

He also matched the teachers on education,

teaching experience, general educational philosophy and
willingness to enter the study.

He found statistically

significant favoring for the individualized group in silent
reading achievement, total oral reading achievement and
82sam Duker, "Research Report: Effects of
Introducing an Individualized Reading Approach by Student
Teachers," in Reading in Action, pp. 59-62, Nancy Larrick,
Editor. {New York: Scholastic Magazines, 1957).
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evidence showing superiority for either group in vocabulary
development.BJ
Individualized reading exhibits a strong motivating
force.

First, through self-selection the child is permitted

to read what he wants to.84

Second, the desire for progress

serves to motivate the child.

He competes against himself,

not a group; his abilities become the standards by which
he is judged and not the standards of the group.85

Since

he is competing against his own record the tensions, pressures, and frustrations which the slow child often experiences in a group situation are elimated, and he is able
to experience success.

Third, the pupil-teacher conferences

are a high point of the reading program and serves as a
rewarding incentive to the chilct.86

The interest demon-

strated to the child by the teacher in this situation
serves to fulfill one of the child's psychological needs,
that of being understood.

The child who knows he is liked

by his teacher finds learning more exciting and challengeable. 87
Close personal relationship fostered by conferences
83Patrick Groff, "Comparisons of Individualized
and Ability Grouping Approaches to Reading Achievement,"
Elementary English, XL (March, 1963), 258.
84veatch, .QE• cit., 28
85Maib, in Veatch,.££• cit., 105.
86 veatch, .QE• cit., 22.
87Ibid. 29

32
Assures the child of the support he needs when failure occurs.
Failure can foster self-confidence when a child learns he
can rectify his mistakes which are known only by the teacher.BS
The individualized approach recognizes that children
develop at different rates in reading, and not all of them
need to be taught the same skills at the same time.
aµproach teaches the skills as the need arises.

This

Veatch

says, " ••• skills should be taught only when they are
Otherwise teaching them is a waste of time. 11 89

needed.

A study undertaken at Florida State University to
determine the effect of chance teaching on reading skills,
vocabulary growth and comprehension, compared students
using the basal readers in group arrangements with comparable students in the individualized reading plan.
After one school year there appeared to be no
significant difference as to which instructional approach
was used relative to the amount of gain made by a class
in the development of reading skills, vocabulary, or reading comprehension.90
A

vast nwnber of studies have been conducted to

date attempting to compare ability grouping with individualized reading in order to determine which brings about
Ad

bo.,,b. d

.:L.2:..... ' JO •
0
89rb·ct
__
1_.• ' t;o •
A

90Richard Wilson and Robert Harrison, "Skill
Growth with Individualized Heading, 11 Elementary .Snglish,
XL (April, 1963), 433-435.
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the most favorable results.

Evaluating the research is

extremely difficult because not all studies were carried
out under the same circumstances.

The findings, therefore,

if not studied carefully may present falsely positive,
negative, or neutral results.91

Factors which cause

false findings are:
1.

Individualized reading is not clearly
defined and various approaches are used
under this caption.92

2.

A careful definition of the basal reader
program is omitted.93

3.

Teacher qualifications, capabilities, and
influences can not be equated.

4.

The amount of motivation caused by the
experimental study can not be measured.

Evidence of superiority of one reading approach
over the other cannot be substantiated at this time.
Carline, in a study done for his doctoral dissertation,
found nothing conclusive with respect to the superiority
of either the individual approach or ability grouping
using the basal reader approach.94
Harris also provides an evaluation of the research
91Paul Witty, "Individualized Reading: A Postscript," Elementary English, XLI (March, 1.961), 211.
92sartain, Education,

.Q12•

cit., 516.

93w1tty, 2.12• cit.
94Yvonne M. Lofthouse, t1Individualized Reading:
Significant Research," The R_eading Teacher, XVI (September,
1962)' 35.
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findings to date.

After a careful evaluation of the evi-

dence, he says:
Although the number of research studies evaluating the results of individualized developmental reading is still quite limited, a clear
and quite consistent picture is emerging.
When the results are measured by standardized
reading tests and comparisons are drawn with
a fairly typical basal reader method, the basal
reader method does as well or better.95
Individualized reading program can be somewhat
successful in fulfilling the goals of a good reading program.

Of extreme importance, however, is a well qualified

teacher.

Under her direction the slow child can develop

the d$sire for reading.
95Harris, QE.• cit., 118.

IV
CONCLUSIONS
Upon completing a study of the effectiveness of
ability grouping and individualized reading for the slow
learner when taught in the regular classroom the following
conclusions can be made.
1.

At the present time there is not enough

statistical evidence to prove that one reading approach
is better than the other one.
2.

A well-qualified teacher is the most im-

portant factor in either reading program.

3.

The pupil-teacher conference used in

individualized reading is praised by those who have used
it.
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